
 

PURPOSE 
To establish standard practices for communicating imminent hazards and threats to personnel 
operating at emergency incidents. 

COMMON TERMINOLOGY 
Abandon:  The term “abandon” is used to direct companies or crews operating in the Hazard 
Zone to immediately exit via escape routes to a safe place.  Companies or crews abandoning 
the Hazard Zone will take only the tools, equipment, and hose lines necessary to permit their 
emergency egress. 
Cease Operation – All Quiet: Order given by the IC.  Typically used during Search and 
Rescue operations when listening for PASS devices or when listening equipment is being used 
by Technical Search and Rescue crews.  This order may be preceded by “Emergency Traffic”. 

Code Zero - removed 
Emergency Traffic:  The phrase "Emergency Traffic" is used by the Incident Commander in 
radio communications to indicate a critical, life safety related message. "Emergency traffic" 
communications have priority over all other radio communications with the exception of a 
Mayday message. 

Evacuate: The term "Evacuate" will be limited to removal of civilians who are exposed, or are 
potentially exposed to hazards presented by the incident. 

Hold the Air (or perhaps simply Break): Term used by Command to halt all non-critical 
information on a current channel.  This restriction remains in effect until Command directs all 
companies to resume normal communications (i.e. in the event of Rescue Mode). 

LUNAR:  Acronym used to help firefighters, calling a “Mayday”, pass on the necessary 
information to command for firefighter rescue. LUNAR: Location, Unit, Name, Assignment and 
Air, Resources. 
Mayday: “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday” is the signal phrase used in radio communications to 
indicate a missing, trapped, or injured firefighter in need of immediate assistance.  Mayday 
messages have absolute priority over all other radio communications. 

Personal Accountability Report (PAR):  A report designed to provide the IC with information 
concerning the identity of individual members of a company or team and their assignments and 
to account for the assignment of companies. 

Priority Traffic: The phrase "Priority Traffic" is directed to the Incident Commander in radio 
communications to indicate an important, life safety related message. "Priority Traffic” 
communications have priority over all other radio communications with the exception of 
“Emergency Traffic” or a Mayday message. 
Withdraw:  The term "Withdraw" is used to order the controlled tactical movement from 
current operating positions to a safer location. Companies or crews who are withdrawing from 
an operating position will remove tools, equipment and hose lines. 

 
 

 

 

 

EMERGENCY COMMUNICATIONS 

 



 
PROCEDURE 
1. Any member with an “Priority Traffic” or “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday” message will 

transmit that message on the operations channel.   
2. If Command receives an “Priority Traffic” or “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday” message 

via dispatch, they will immediately retransmit the message over the assigned 
operations channel. 

 
PRIORITY TRAFFIC 
1. The signal phrase “priority traffic” is used to request priority access for 

communications to the Incident Commander critical to life safety. Situations in 
which priority traffic communications are indicated include (but are not limited to): 

A. Reporting extreme safety hazards such as imminent structural collapse. 
B. Electrical line down 

C. Requesting additional resources in a critical situation. 

2. Priority traffic takes precedence over all other radio communications (with the 
exception of a “Emergency Traffic” or a “Mayday” message).  All other radio 
traffic must cease and personnel must monitor the emergency traffic message. 

3. After receipt of an “Priority Traffic” message, Command will initiate (request 
through dispatch) the “Signal 2 Warble Tone”.  “Emergency Traffic” messages 
should be repeated on all appropriate operational frequencies.   

“All companies, Command has received emergency traffic, stand by for 
emergency traffic message.  Dispatch, activate emergency signal 2 warble tone.” 
 

ABANDONING THE HAZARD ZONE 
1. Rapidly developing hazardous conditions may require Command to order all 

companies and crews operating in the Hazard Zone to abandon that area of 
operation and immediately exit to a safe area.  In a Wildland/urban interface 
incident or other incident with a variable perimeter, safety zones must be defined 
by proclamation (i.e., the Safety Zone is located at...).  In structure fires, safety 
zones are predefined at the corners of the structure and outside the collapse zone 
(others may be defined by proclamation). 

2. Communicating the order to abandon the Hazard Zone is accomplished through 
first, emergency traffic radio communication and second, an audible signal. An 
order to abandon the Hazard Zone deviates from the standard radio 
communications model as it is broadcast to all companies and crews (rather than 
specifically directed).  

“All Companies, Command with emergency traffic.  Abandon the building, 
abandon the building.”(activate the emergency signal 2 warble tone)”. Command 
repeating emergency traffic, abandon the building, abandon the building. All 
Apparatus Operators sound the air horns.” 

3. Upon receipt of an order by the Incident Commander to abandon the Hazard Zone, 
all Apparatus Operators close to the Hazard Zone will sound their air horn for 
approximately 10 seconds. 

4. The Incident Commander will then repeat the emergency traffic message.   

 



 
5. Following the order to abandon the Hazard Zone, Command must account for all 

resources operating at the incident by initiating a personnel accountability report 
(PAR). 

 
PERSONAL ACCOUNTABILITY REPORT (PAR) 
1. A PAR is conducted when: 

A. A firefighter or team is presumed missing or trapped. 

B. When changing from offensive to defensive operations. 

C. A catastrophic change in the incident occurs. 

D. When the IC determines that a need exists for a PAR. 
2. PAR radio transmissions should be completed in a rapid and efficient manner. To 

accomplish this, a standard method of radio communication is necessary. When 
PAR is called for by the Incident Commander, they will request a PAR of each unit 
one by one, and each unit will report in turn whether the PAR is complete.  

 Standardized examples of reports are as follows:  
A. If the PAR in the Unit has been conducted and all personnel are accounted for:  

“325 has a par with crew of 3.”  

B. If the PAR in the Unit has been conducted and personnel are missing:  

"325 has a par with Captain X and Firefighter Y, Engineer Z is missing and 
was last seen working in the Bravo/Charlie corner bedroom." 

If Engineer Z has exited the hazard zone but not with their crew, they 
should report at this time via radio that they have exited the hazard zone 
and are safe. 

C. If the PAR in the unit has not been completely conducted:  

“325 PAR not yet completed, Stand-by.”  

 
MAYDAY, MAYDAY, MAYDAY 
1. The signal phrase “mayday, mayday, mayday” is used to clearly communicate that 

a firefighter is missing, trapped, or injured and in need of assistance.  This word is 
used to differentiate this type of emergency from others that may be 
communicated using the “emergency traffic” signal phrase.  

2. Firefighters will transmit a “mayday” message three times on the working channel 
and report their company, last name, last known location and situation. 

“Mayday, mayday, mayday, Engine 1 Firefighter Smith, with a mayday, I’m in a 
second floor bedroom, Alpha Bravo corner, and low on air.” 

A. If unable to contact Command on the tactical channel, turn the radio frequency 
control clockwise to the last channel on the radio, position 16 “mayday channel” 
and announce the “mayday” message.  

B. If unable to contact the Incident Commander on the “mayday” channel, turn the 
radio frequency control counter-clockwise to position 1 “dispatch” and announce 
the “mayday” message. 

 



 
C. If unable to contact dispatch on the dispatch channel, depress the 

emergency transmit button, “Orange Button” on the radio. 
As I understand it the orange button as programmed only alerts others radios 

from the same vehicle. 
 

3. After receipt of a “mayday, mayday, mayday” message, Command will initiate 
(request through dispatch) the “Signal 2 Warble Tone” and repeat the message on 
the Operations channel.   

 
EMERGENCY TRANSMIT BUTTON  
When faced with a threat against your person, the orange Emergency Transmit Button (ETB) 
on the portable radio may be activated to notify dispatch of a possible emergency.   

1. The “ETB” will function only if the radio is set on a dispatch trunked system talk 
group (operations channel).   Once the button is pushed the radio is silenced and 
will not receive any audio until the “push to talk” PTT is pressed.  Dispatch will 
not be able to monitor traffic from that radio until the PTT is pressed. 

2. Dispatch will respond by announcing on the air that an ETB has been activated, 
giving the persons radio number, company ID, and last known location. Law 
enforcement will be alerted when appropriate. 

3. Notify dispatch and/or Incident Command immediately after an accidental 
activation.  The radio will need to be turned off and on to clear the alert from 
dispatch. 

4. WARNING: At times more than one radio may be in the vicinity of subject(s) who 
can hear radio transmissions.  If an ETB is activated on one radio, unwanted 
transmissions from dispatch may inadvertently be communicated to potentially 
volatile persons. 
 

Expect to remove or heavily modify this section since the ETB button on our radios is 
not programmed to operate in this fashion. 
 
CODE ZERO 
1. The term “Code Zero” is the designation used to indicate an immediate need for 

police.  “Code Zero” should be used only when unable to transmit in clear text 
and when someone’s life is in danger.  

i. “Dispatch, Engine 1 with a code zero.” 

2. Dispatch will not request additional information from the sender and activate law 
enforcement and notify the duty officer if not involved. 

3. ETB and Code Zero is used for the same purpose, however the ETB (800 MHz 
radios) does not require any verbal communication by personnel who are in 
imminent danger. 

Anticipate removal of the code zero section unless we wish to add this or something 
similar to our radio protocols with dispatch. 
 
 

 


